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Abstract
This is a translation from Spanish to English of the short story “Una influencia
criminal” [A Criminal Influence] by Santiago Roncagliolo, part of a collection of
short stories titled Crecer es un oficio triste [Growing Up is Sad Business], also
by Roncagliolo. A description and analysis of concurrent literary movements and
themes accompanies the translation, placing “Una influencia criminal” into a
literary context with the multinational movements known as McOndo and
Generation X. Globalization can be considered to affect the movement and
sharing of culture as an expansion of the economic dispersion of goods across the
world, and so modern youth literature has adapted to take on more urban,
international themes. McOndo and Generation X are both examples of these
movements that have spread through several countries and share many common
themes.
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Introduction

2
Santiago Roncagliolo
This project is a translation of a short story written by Santiago
Roncagliolo and a discussion of the literary movements to which he belongs.
With his novel Abril rojo [Red April]1, in 2006 Roncagliolo was the youngest
author ever to win the Premio Alfaguara de Novela, a prestigious award given to
the manuscript chosen that year from 510 applicants (Buzali 75). His previous
novel, Pudor [Prudishness]2, was made into a movie adaptation released in Spain
in April, 2007 (IMDB.com). He is also the author of several other published
works, including three children’s books; Rugor, el dragón enamorado [Rugor,
Dragon in Love]2, La guerra de Mostark [The Mostark War], and Matías y los
imposibles [Matías and the Impossibles], his first novel, El príncipe de los
caimans [Prince of Alligators], as well as a play performed worldwide titled Tus
amigos nunca te harían daño [Your Friends Would Never Hurt You] (Alfaguara).
Santiago Roncagliolo is a Peruvian author born in Lima in 1975 who,
since 2000, has lived and worked in Barcelona, Spain. He and his stories are
therefore both products of several cultures, but his literature centers around youth
in Latin America. Roncagliolo comments on his short story collection, Crecer es
un oficio triste [Growing Up is Sad Business]: “si todos los protagonistas de estos
cuentos tuviesen el mismo nombre, ésta podría ser una novela sobre la vida de un
chico entre los seis y los viente años” [if all the protagonists of these stories had
the same name, this could be a novel about the life of a boy between six and
twenty years old] (Roncagliolo back cover). As it is, the stories are about different
boys of different ages in different places, but they all have enough in common
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that they share many of the same themes. The characters experience the same
kinds of problems that are shared across all youth at the end of the twentieth
century, such as the influence of pop culture, violence, and identity crisis.
As a writer who has lived on two continents and speaks several languages,
Roncagliolo is a perfect example of a global author (Alfaguara). In the story “Una
influencia criminal” [A Criminal Influence], the protagonist is Peruvian but spent
most of his childhood in Mexico. When he returns to Peru he feels no attachment
to his native country. “Cuando regresamos (a Perú), no se me hizo fácil adaptarme
a lo que mi familia llama ‘nuestro país’” (Roncagliolo 44) [When we returned (to
Peru), it wasn’t easy for me to adapt to what my family called ‘our country’]. The
increased movement of people and ideas across borders makes individual national
identity less important and makes a greater generational identity more relevant.
Roncagliolo explains, “creo que formo parte de una generación en la que la
identidad nacional es cada vez menos importante(…). (En mis novelas) Lo
importante de sus personajes no es la peruanidad sino la humanidad.” [I think
that I make up a part of a generation that places less and less importance on
national identity(…). (In my novels) the most important part of the characters is
not their ‘Peruvianness’, but their humanity.] (Navarro-Albaladejo 245).
Like the narrator of “Una influencia criminal,” Roncagliolo spent his
childhood in Mexico in political exile and describes feeling like a foreigner in the
country of his birth. “Crecí en un país que no era el mío. Y luego regresé a un país
que ya tampoco era el mío(…). Me costaba mucho entender el mundo” [I grew up
in a country that wasn’t my own. And later I returned to a country that wasn’t
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mine anymore either(…). Understanding the world came at a high price for me.]
(Navarro-Albaladejo 237).
In her interview with Roncagliolo and two other modern Latin American
writers, Natalia Navarro-Albaladejo paraphrases Zlatko Skribis by saying that “es
necesario entender el nacionalismo como algo complementario de la
globalización y no como un proceso contradictorio” [it is necessary to understand
nationalism as complementary to globalization rather than a contradicting
process] (Navarro-Albaladejo 232). Therefore, Roncagliolo’s story, while
retaining its national roots and identity, can be interpreted as having shifted to a
more global scale.

5
Cultural Globalization
Globalization is largely considered a strictly economic topic, but can be
considered a cultural phenomenon as well. In the context of this essay,
globalization includes the homogenization of culture through technology. In the
novel iconic of 90’s youth culture Historias del Kronen, by José Ángel Mañas,
the young protagonists constantly make references to international music groups,
novels, and movies (Fouz-Hernández 92). Television and the Internet are
especially globally pervasive, but there are other signs that worldwide cultures are
converging. Beatriz Sarlo discusses this trend as reflected in the trees found in
malls worldwide. In her book, Siete ensayos sobre Walter Benjamin [Seven
Essays about Walter Benjamin], the chapter called “Árboles en el shopping-mall”
[Trees in the shopping mall] discusses the fact that every shopping mall in the
world is identical. “El shopping-mall se anticipa a todas las necesidades de sus
visitantes(…). Sobre todo: no existen las diferencias nacionales” (Sarlo 54).
[Shopping malls anticipate their visitors’ every need(…). Above all: national
differences do not exist]. She discusses the idea that every mall is like a vacuum
of identity, designed to replicate nature and peace with generic imagery. The
décor even includes typical, nondescript plants, bio-engineered to look especially
plant-like. Of course, the stores are also all identical. “Where you are feels sort of
irrelevant these days (‘since everyone has the same stores in their mini malls’,
according to my younger brother)” (Coupland). Everywhere in the world (given
the same economic status) the same channels are playing on televisions, the same
songs are playing on radios. Regardless of the country, there seem to be
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McDonalds and Starbucks on every street corner. The same Internet is accessible
by every computer. Youth who possess this technology all have access to the
same materials and understand the same references. The young are able to master
developing technology and swap ideas at ever-increasing speeds. “This process of
globalization has been helped by the rapid advances of world-wide media and
technology in the last quarter of this century. It is the huge impact of the media on
young people that has contributed, through global advertising, to the
‘homogenization’ of youth culture around the world” (Fouz-Hernández 91).
Because of this, there is an apparent disconnect between this generation,
sometimes referred to as the ‘Generation X’, and the previous ones. Karen Winey
attributes the increasing generation gap to the concurrent surge in technology:
“Desde los años 60 se ha venido formando una subcultura joven aparte de
la sociedad adulta. Puesto que los jóvenes contemporáneos se identifican
más con los jóvenes de otros países que con sus padres, por el aumento de
los medios de comunicación, se crea una distancia generacional que se
nota muy visiblemente, quizás más que en épocas anteriores, a causa de la
aceleración del desarrollo tecnológico de la comunicación mundial” [Since
the sixties, a youth subculture has formed separate from adult society.
Given that contemporary youth identify more with the youth of other
countries than with their parents, due to the growth of communication
media, a visible generation gap is created, perhaps even more than in
previous generations because of the acceleration of development of
communications technology worldwide]. (Winey 20)
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It comes as no surprise then that the literature from this period is heavy with
international pop culture references. Alberto Fuguet, one of the editors of
McOndo, published an entire novel that uses the titles of popular American
movies as chapter titles. It is an autobiography where he measures his life
according to the movies he saw as an adolescent called Películas de mi vida
[Movies of my Life]. Every reference made can be understood by members of the
same generation and socioeconomic class. After all, “(…)this luxury of doing
nothing and having expensive habits is only possible for a minority of rich kids”
(Fouz-Hernández 89). All of the teenagers who can afford to see movies and
purchase drugs are seeing the same movies and taking the same drugs everywhere
in the world. This is the audience of Generación X [Generation X] and McOndo.
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Generation X, McOndo and Global Youth Culture
In the introduction to the short story anthology McOndo, the editors
Alberto Fuguet and Sergio Gómez state clearly that this collection of fiction is not
their parents’ fiction. The intention is to break away from the traditional magical
realism3 Latin America has been known for in the literary world. They cite
Cuentos con Walkman [Stories with a Walkman], a previous anthology they
edited, published in 1993, as part-inspiration for McOndo. According to the
introduction of the fourth edition of Cuentos con Walkman, this style of literature
is “una nueva generación literaria que es post-todo: post-modernismo, post-yuppie,
post-comunismo, post-babyboom, post-capa de ozono. Aquí no hay realismo
mágico, hay realismo virtual” [a new generation of literature that is posteverything: post-modern, post-yuppie, post-communist, post-baby boom, postozone layer. Here there is no magical realism, there is virtual realism] (Fuguet and
Gómez 10).
McOndo follows this same path, but with a more global approach. Where
Cuentos con Walkman collects only stories written by Chileans, in McOndo
Fuguet and Gómez strove to collect stories from all over Latin America and Spain.
“(…)sobre todo, nos asegurara una distribución por toda Hispanoamérica para así
tratar de borrar las fronteras” [above all, we wanted to ensure a distribution across
the entirety of Latin America in order to try and erase borders] (Fuguet and
Gómez 11). This reflects the more global aspect of youth culture since although
the stories come from various countries, they all deal with similar subjects. While
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magical realism traditionally focused on rural life, the McOndo style of literature
deals solely with the fast-paced, gritty, and violent urban adolescent lifestyle.
McOndo separates itself clearly from magical realism, but not as much
from their literary “grandfathers” who coined the style as “Latin American”, such
as Gabriel García-Márquez and Carlos Fuentes, but rather from their literary
“parents” who have continued by “imitat(ing) the magical realism bent” (Blume
2). They want to break away from the world’s conception of Latin American
literature as stuck in a quaint, rural period and present a more accurate version of
how youth live today. “No desconocemos lo exótico y variopinto de la cultura y
costumbres de nuestros países, pero no es posible aceptar los esencialismos
reduccionistas, y creer que aquí todo el mundo anda con sombrero y vive en
árboles” [We are familiar with the exotic and colorful parts of the culture and
customs of our countries, but it’s impossible to accept the reduced essentials and
to believe that here everyone walks with a sombrero and lives in trees] (Fuguet
and Gómez 14).
The writers of McOndo are less concerned with impressing foreign
publishing firms and are instead more focused on writing literature that appeals to
them. Fuguet and Gómez compare their story collection with magical realism,
drawing on the reasons they named the book McOndo in the first place: the title is
a satire of Macondo, an imaginary village in Gabriel García Márquez’s novel
Cien años de soledad [One Hundred Years of Solitude]. Fuguet and Gómez
describe the similarities and differences between the new style of literature and
the old in their introduction to McOndo:
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“El nombre (¿marca-registrada?) McOndo es, claro, un chiste, una sátira,
una talla. Nuestro McOndo es tan latinoamericano y mágico (exótico)
como el Macondo real (que, a todo esto, no es real sino virtual)(…). En
nuestro McOndo, tal como Macondo, todo puede pasar, claro que en el
nuestro cuando la gente vuela es porque anda en avión o están muy
drogados” [The name McOndo (trademark?) is clearly a joke, a satire, a
stroke of wit. Our McOndo is as Latin American and magical (exotic) as
the real Macondo (which, after all, isn’t real but virtual)(…). In our
McOndo, as in Macondo, anything can happen, but of course in ours when
people fly it’s because they are walking on an airplane or they’re on lots of
drugs]. (Fuguet and Gómez 15)
The stories in McOndo are then part of the next logical step in Latin American
literature, written by the generation of the 90’s. The world has changed, and it is
reasonable that new literature should change and evolve in a corresponding
manner.
“Generation X” as a term was first coined by Douglas Coupland in his
novel Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture. It originally referred to the
youth in the United States in the 80’s, but connections have been drawn to
literature in the 90’s in Spain and Latin America (Fouz-Hernández, de Urioste).
According to Carmen de Urioste, one of the central themes of Generation X is “la
relación del sujeto con los medios de comunicación” [the relationship between the
subject and mass media] (de Urioste 460). She goes on to describe the violence,
casual sex, and entire childhoods lived vicariously through movies. The radical
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actions taken by characters in these novels are a result of “la violencia en la que
viven inmersos los jóvenes—en el cine, en la literatura, en los conciertos, en la
televisión, en la letra de las canciones—al no establecer los limites entre realidad
y ficción” [the violence in which the youth are immersed—in movies, in literature,
in concerts, in television, in song lyrics—the inability to establish the line
between reality and fiction] (de Urioste 460). Movies and pop culture play such
an integral part in the lives of these youth that nearly everything they do is some
kind of reflection of what they have seen on a television screen. The protagonist
of Historias del Kronen confesses proudly, “La cultura de nuestra época es
audiovisual. La única realidad de nuestra época es la televisión” [Our era’s culture
is audiovisual. The only reality of our time is television] and goes on to assert,
“Cualquier película por mediocre que sea, es más interesante que la realidad
cotidiana” [Any movie, however mediocre, is more interesting than day-to-day
reality] (Mañas 74). One character goes so far as to describe sex as like being in a
pornographic film (Fouz-Hernández 91). Pop culture is completely inextricable
from the daily lives of these teenagers, and serves as either a comparison or an
inspiration for everything that they do.
As described above, the stories in the McOndo anthology and the stories
associated with the genre are almost exclusively Latin American, just as those of
Generation X are tied to the United States and Spain. However, these two literary
trends have much more in common than they have distinguishing features and
could easily be considered the same movement. The Generation X label has been
extended to cover several areas of literature, with descriptors that match most of
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the same identifiers of the McOndo movement. Themes focus primarily on
international pop culture, violence, peer pressure, and social isolation and
insecurity. Just as the editor of McOndo uses North American movies for chapter
titles, the protagonists of the Spanish Historias del Kronen use the same genres of
North American films to help narrate the stories of their lives (Fouz-Hernández
92). A general overall identity crisis among the protagonists of these stories can
also be observed. In “Amor a la distancia” [Love at a Distance] by Edmundo Paz
Soldán, a story published in McOndo, the main character decides it would be
more comfortable to publish a soul-bearing confession under the guise of
literature for strangers to read than actually tell the object of his affection how he
feels. After all, he concludes, “todo lo que se relaciona conmigo es, de una forma
u otra, ficción” [everything related to me is, in one way or another, fiction]
(Fuguet and Gómez 78). This intentional separation from reality is another theme
in common across these genres.
In Lo peor de todo [Worst of All], a novel by Spanish author Ray Loriga
which is also considered part of Generation X, the main character expressly states
“creo que lo que uno se inventa es más real que lo que a uno le pasa” [I believe
that what you invent is more real than what actually happens to you] (Loriga, 38).
The characters actively seek extremes as a way to validate their existence and this,
compounded with peer pressure and a general need to rebel, marks the violence
that tends to permeate this genre. In Historias del Kronen, the characters are
constantly using racists and sexist slang terms and they intentionally engage in
behavior that is, at its core, a rebellion against society’s moral codes and laws.
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Throughout the novel, the teenagers push themselves and each other to higher
extremes of behavior—including driving at reckless speeds against traffic,
fighting with baseball bats, driving drunk, and engaging in unprotected sex with
strangers—culminating in Carlos, the main character, forcing his diabetic friend
to drink an entire bottle of whiskey, thus killing him. Despite being constantly
surrounded by all these friends and activities, isolation tends to be another major
theme.
Because of their focus on international youth culture, both McOndo and
Generation X should be considered as more global literature movements as
opposed to regional ones. Not only are the same television shows on every screen
on both sides of the Atlantic, but shared themes also unite Spanish, North
American, and Latin American modern youth literature. More and more, as
globalization becomes increasingly prevalent, all Spanish-language literature that
represents contemporary youth culture is becoming borderless. Youth as reflected
in McOndo and Generation X share the same global identity. However, regional
differences remain important and must be considered. Significant regional
differences still continue and can be seen in language usage (i.e. slang),
geographical references, and historical influence.
Ronagliolo and the writers of McOndo alike “presentan una obra que
desafía fronteras nacionales en su temática mediante la absorción de una
homogeneizada forma de representación cultural” [present works whose themes
defy national borders via the absorption of a homogenized form of cultural
representation] (Navarro-Albaladejo 232). Roncagliolo’s short stories in Crecer

14
es un oficio triste deal with subjects relevant to Latin American youth today
including violence, drugs, sex, isolation, and peer pressure. The family plays a
large part in his stories and in most of them the family is different from the
standard idea of a “healthy” family: two married parents and at least one child
from that marriage. Divorce, abuse, and infidelity are common amongst the
characters. In “Lucas y los colores de la nieve” [Lucas and the Colors of Snow]
Lucas’ parents are separated. His father is a drunk who physically abuses his wife,
and it takes Lucas disappearing on Christmas Eve to bring his parents together
with any kind of civility.
In “Una influencia criminal” the narrator’s father is also referenced as an
alcoholic, and there is mention of his friend Iván’s father having been possibly
unfaithful to his wife. This is a theme shared frequently by Generation X and
McOndo. “Divorce and the instability of the family have been acknowledged as
two of the main concerns of the Generation (X)”, as there is an apparent
disconnect between what is promoted as the societal ideal for a family and what
actually is taking place. “The state sponsorship of an imagined/ideal family [is] an
ideal which is difficult to sustain in the face of the brutalizing economic/moral
instability of the end of the twentieth century” (Fouz-Hernández 88). While this
statement applies to Spain in particular, the image of the “perfect family” is one
that is relevant and held in high regard everywhere, and is impossible to actually
achieve.
In “Un desierto lleno de agua” [A Desert Filled with Water], Vania, the
main character, ends up having sex with a servant to prove to the friends who
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won’t accept her that she is an adult and does not need them. Similarly, in “Una
influencia criminal”, the narrator, Iván and their friend Mauricio goad each other
into molesting—and eventually raping—Iván’s family’s live-in maid. Peer
pressure and sex as a method of proving oneself to one’s peers is another theme
that unites Crecer es un oficio triste with Generation X and McOndo.
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Analysis of “A Criminal Influence”
The short story “Una influencia criminal” [A Criminal Influence], despite
its heavy subject matter, does not carry a moral message. The story begins and
ends with a funeral and sandwiches rape and racism in-between, but just like the
protagonist in Historias del Kronen, the narrator of “Una influencia criminal”
escapes his morally despicable adventure relatively unscathed and guilt-free. The
story instead focuses on what is in essence a typical coming-of-age story at the
core of which is an identity crisis. Not only is the protagonist of the story tied to
several different countries with no real feeling of belonging to any of them, but he
is ostracized in school and feels pressure to try and fit in. In an effort to be
accepted the protagonist puts up a front to prove to others that he is mature and
manly, but the reality of the situation is the opposite. The characters react to
presented situations in immature ways which reflect an inner insecurity and lack
of self-esteem. Though they spend the majority of the story getting drunk,
sneaking looks at pornography and harassing the live-in maid, Iván and the
narrator still see their actions as a game, something completely detached from the
consequences of the adult world. This mindset lasts until the critical moment
when they see an undressed Mauricio pull himself off of Flor and the huge
bloodstain on his shirt. Throughout the story, the difference between reality and
how the characters view themselves and the world is in stark contrast.
At the end of the story, Flor and Iván are both gone and the narrator seems
to continue his life exactly as it was before. He leaves off with a hopeful
statement about Patty, the girlfriend he mentions at the beginning of the story, and
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the fact that he does not know how to dance. He seems to express more regret for
his lost friendship with Iván rather than his part for what happened to Flor. This
apathy and absence of guilt mirrors that of Carlos in Historias del Kronen. Carlos
leaves for vacation instead of attending his friend’s funeral and continues his life
exactly as it was before he played his part in his untimely death. Nobody takes
responsibility for their actions in “Una influencia criminal”, and there is no price
paid for Flor’s rape at all.
Most of the story is dedicated to describing how Iván and the narrator
grew up together, specifically how they were treated as outsiders in school and
were never considered popular. The events of their adolescence are ripe with
misunderstandings and rebellion, gradually growing in seriousness as they age
until the point of the rape. Of greatest importance to them is to maintain the
appearance of being macho, even if privately the narrator admits to himself that
such things aren’t important to him. When he and Iván find Iván’s father’s
pornographic magazines, they take turns with them to masturbate in the bathroom.
However, during these sessions the narrator merely sits in the bathroom and waits
until he thinks an appropriate and impressive amount of time has passed before he
emerges again. He is continuously weaving fictional tales about his sexual
conquests to his friends, and while he impresses most of them and believes he is
being risqué, the stories themselves are childish and reflect his young age.
It is clear that Iván and the narrator have no grasp of the consequences of
their actions as they harass Flor, treating each new action as the next logical step
in becoming men. The narrator does not realize what they are doing to her until he
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sees Mauricio with the bloodstain on his shirt. Iván, however, seems to realize a
bit sooner. After his time in the room with Flor, he becomes a nervous wreck and
says, “Entré y me la quedé mirando, no paraba de llorar, ni siquiera me
acerqué(…) no pude hacer nada, no pude ni tocarla” [I went in and took a good
look at her, she couldn't stop crying, I didn't even go near her(…) I couldn’t do
anything, I couldn’t even touch her] (Roncagliolo 57). He starts to cry, and
through this the narrator maintains his “official” story about violating Flor while
in fact he did nothing at all, thus alienating Iván completely in order to maintain
his manly image.
The importance the characters place on maintaining an acceptable identity
in the face of peer pressure clearly outweighs any sense of guilt of shame
associated with the harassment and rape. Though this, “Una influencia criminal”
is an example of the global concerns of youth in a universal situation where
violence and sex are confused as instruments of power and prestige.
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The Role of Translation in Cultural Globalization
Translating a short story, even if it is only one story from an entire
collection, carries a particular relevance; bringing a story from one language into
another opens it up to an entirely new audience. A short story is an easilymanageable length, even for someone who does not typically enjoy reading.
Poetry, while often very short in length, tends to have a more restricted audience.
Therefore short stories are more accessible than a novel or poetry would be, and
are likely read by a larger audience. In this manner translating a story is like
bringing any other form of information across the globe. Globalization has
affected more than just the world economy; it doesn’t stop at the sharing of
commerce and business. As people spread goods around the world, so too are
ideas spread—and among these, cultural items such as literature are included.
With the increasing trend in global awareness and exponentially improving means
of communication, bringing accessible global literature to a worldwide audience
is essential. “La cultura es un proceso de ensamblado multinacional, una
articulación flexible de partes, un montaje de rasgos que cualquier ciudadano de
cualquier país, religión o ideología puede leer y usar” [Culture is a process of
multinational assembly, a flexible articulation of parts, a collection of features
that any citizen of any country, religion or ideology can read and use] (GarcíaCanclini 16). In order for literature to be accessible to the average resident of a
particular country, it has to be in that country’s language. The role of translation is,
therefore, to impartially turn literature—a cultural artifact—into something

20
legible for a new audience. The process should be seamless, an invisible cog in
the machine of our international culture.
One general theory of translation is that it is, at its most basic, an
impossible task. In order for information to travel across the language barrier,
however, it needs to be translated. Therefore, as stated by Willis Barnestone, "If
we seek near-full equivalence, the best we can hope for is 'creative transposition,'
with an emphasis on 'creative' if the translation is literary" (Barnestone 11). This
is generally thought to be accurate, but the argument between theorists is then in
deciding what the proper balance between creative and literal actually is. A
compromise needs to be found and maintained between accessibility in the target
language and accuracy toward the original text. This is a difficult and incredibly
personal task, as expressed by Matthew Arnold in his lectures "On Translating
Homer", "The translator's 'first duty,' says Mr. Newman, 'is a historical one, to be
faithful.' Probably both sides would agree that the translator's 'first duty is to be
faithful'; but the question at issue between them is, in what faithfulness consists"
(Barnestone 41). Each individual will translate a given text uniquely, drawing on
their own philosophies. This is the source of the differences among the various
translation theories.
According to Barnestone, there are three basic theories of translation.
They function more as a gradient, and a translator may find themselves
somewhere in between two of his classifications. They are "literalism", "middle
ground", and "license" (Barnestone 26). Those who prescribe to the more literal
theory of translation believe that a translation should be a word-for-word
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transcription of the original, as faithfully identical as humanly possible. As a
result, these translations tend to be nonliterary and tend to be more applicable
toward nonfiction and informative works. License allows for a free-form recreation of the work and tends to view the translator as a consecutive author with
little to no obligation to the source text. The middle ground is a compromise
between these two schools of thought. The middle ground theory of translation is
described by one theorist as "faithful but autonomous restatement", for while it
allows for some creative variation there remains pressure to be true to the original
author (Steiner 253).
There are many aspects of translation which make the act difficult and
complicated, making context and common sense important tools in selecting a
best guess when a phrase, idiom or word has no direct translation. Sentences such
as ‘the cat climbed the tree’ are straightforward enough, but when culturallyspecific items such as idioms and slang appear, more care must be taken and
research conducted to find a suitable translation.
Names are sometimes difficult to translate, and often become especially
problematic when translating across different alphabets (i.e. English to Chinese).
Luckily, Spanish and English use functionally the same alphabet. While Spanish
contains three extra letters (ch, ll and rr), Spanish and English both use all of the
same characters. What could be considered an exception to this generalization is
the use of accents in Spanish, which are functionally absent in English. In Spanish,
accents serve to mark the emphasized syllable of a word, especially when that
emphasis falls on a syllable that breaks the standard rules for Spanish
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syllabification. In “Una influencia criminal”, the character’s name ‘Iván’ is not
pronounced the same as the English ‘Ivan’, though they are clearly related names.
Maintaining the accent through the translation reminds the English-speaking
reader that the name Iván is Latin American, not Anglo-American, and preserves
some of the geographical roots of the story. Furthermore, leaving the accent over
the ‘A’ in Iván is a mark of respect for the character. If Iván were a real person, it
could be assumed that he would continue to write his name with the accent no
matter which country he were in, since it is the name given to him by his family
and does not change with geographical location or language spoken.
Slang varies greatly among Spanish-speaking countries, and so care must
be taken when translating from Spanish to keep the country of origin—and its
particular use of slang—closely in mind. This problem is especially notable in a
story like “Una influencia criminal”, where the characters have roots in more than
one Latin American country. Many Spanish slang terms that are crude and
offensive in one country mean something completely benign and commonly used
in another country, and so context becomes especially important. For instance, on
page 51 of “Una influencia criminal”, the narrator makes a reference to “la trola”.
In Argentina and Uruguay, the term “trola” is often used as slang to refer to a
prostitute, while in Mexico the word refers to an incendiary match and in Spain
what North Americans would call a ‘little white lie’ (Fitch). Since the narrator of
the story grew up in Mexico and is living in Peru as he tells his story, either the
Mexican or the Peruvian definition of the word could be intended. However, in
the context of the surrounding sentences it becomes clear that the narrator is not
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referring to a match, but rather to his penis. Once this definition is established,
more questions about the nature of slang arise. For instance, in this case the
technical anatomical word in English for “trola” would not be appropriate, since
the technical anatomical term was not what the character chose to use. How
juvenile, crass, or offensive a word is has to be maintained as closely as possible
when translating the word to another language along with any connotations the
word may have. A native speaker’s explanation of a particular slang term can be
invaluable in this case, since they will have a similar level of familiarity with the
term as the character that uses it and the closest equivalent possible in English can
then be found.
The same types of games are played by adolescents everywhere, but go by
different names and different rules depending on location. Most people in the
United States have played ‘spin the bottle’ at least one point in their lives, as well
as ‘rock paper scissors’. In “Una influencia criminal”, the protagonists play
“drunken bottle” with the opposite sex and “Fu Manchu” to impartially select
which person goes first. These titles have been translated literally from their
original Spanish (“botella borracha” and “Fu Manchu”, respectively) in order to
preserve this regional difference. The average reader should be able to identify the
purpose of these games from the context given, rather than rely on an approximate
English version. Since such games pass on via word of mouth and vary widely
even within a specific country, substituting a North American game may even
defeat the purpose. If the name of a game from the Southwestern region of the
United States is chosen, a reader from London, England or even from Seattle,
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Washington may be as unfamiliar with the chosen English substitute as with the
name “drunken bottle”.
Idioms are a unique translational barrier. In “Una influencia criminal”,
Iván says “Los peruanos parecen vivir con una estaca atravesada en el hígado”
(Roncagliolo 49). Literally, word for word, this translates as ‘Peruvians seem to
live with a stake through their liver’. While an interesting and forceful image, the
intended message doesn’t quite make it across in the English version. Drawing
from context and what is known about Iván’s character throughout the story, a
similar English idiom can be found and substituted instead. “Peruvians seem to
live with a stick up their ass” conjures a less anatomical and more metaphorical
image in the average American mind and is a more appropriate statement for Iván
to make in an English context.
In Spanish, sentences are commonly left without a subject. The reader
then uses a combination of context and the conjugation of any associated verbs to
understand which characters are performing an action and which are speaking.
This can be somewhat confusing when, as in the case in "Una influencia criminal",
the text switches rapidly between first and third person, especially since in several
tenses in Spanish both the first and third person are conjugated identically. The
narrator of "Una influencia criminal" speaks in first person throughout the story,
but since quotation marks are never used to identify speech, sentences jump from
first to third person often without warning. In certain tenses this can be confusing.
For instance, there is a scene in “Una influencia criminal” where Iván is telling
the narrator what happened while he was in Flor’s room. The narrator describes
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not only what Iván is saying about Flor, but also what the narrator himself is
thinking about Iván and Flor without quotation marks or paragraph breaks to
indicate a change in thought. In Spanish, the section is “Iván dijo: Entré y me la
quedé mirando, no paraba de llorar, ni siquiera me acerqué. Yo quería decirle que
no fuera idiota, que al menos la toqueteara como todos” [Iván said: I went in and
took a good look at her, she couldn't stop crying, I didn't even go near her. I
wanted to tell him not to be an idiot, that at the very least he should touch her
same as always] (Roncagliolo 57). The first section is marked by an “Iván dijo”
[Iván said], which implies that the sentence following is what Iván actually said to
the narrator as spoken by Iván in the first person. The sentence afterward,
however, is also in the first person and there is no change to indicate that someone
else is speaking or thinking. The verb “fuera” is a conjugation of the verb “to be”,
and could either be in the command form or the past conditional. The sentence
“Yo quería decirle que no fuera idiota, que al menos la toqueteara como todos”
could either be Iván still talking to the narrator and referring to Flor as the idiot
who is touching someone or the text has switched back to the narrator’s overall
description of the event. The first option does not make sense contextually, and
the use of “la” in “la toqueteara” (instead of “lo”, which is the masculine form)
implies that a female is being touched. Since Flor is the only female in the scene,
it can be determined that the narration switches back from Iván’s dialogue to the
main character’s narration. But there is no verbal cue and no confirmation of the
identity of the pronoun “le” in “decirle” to indicate who the sentence is referring
to; the translation has to be drawn from the context of the story.
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Contributions from native speakers of the text’s original language are as
invaluable in translation as the story’s context. Cultural influences are rampant in
every literary work, and to identify them well enough to translate them into
another language often requires input from someone who has had extended
experience with the culture. Ideally, the end product will be as fluid and natural to
read in the target language as it was in its original language; a native speaker
provides an extra resource, in addition to context, for dealing with translating
tricky sentence structures, idioms, and nuanced vocabulary.

1

All English translations in [brackets] translated by Megan K. Moore unless otherwise stated.
English translations of these book titles from Cruz López.
3
Magical realism is a style of literature made famous during the ‘Boom’ period in Latin America,
marked by authors such as Gabriel García Márquez. It typically portrays a standard rural setting
with certain fantastical elements which are often treated by the characters as normal, every-day
occurrences.
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A Criminal Influence

Story by Santiago Roncagliolo
Translation by Megan K. Moore

28
Uncle Jon died Wednesday. Aunt Mary told me the next day, just after I
asked Patty out. I hadn’t spoken with Aunt Mary in eight years. She was shattered.
The way she told it, Uncle Jon woke up at five in the morning with a pain in his
arm and, minutes later, his heart stopped. That's how heart attacks announce
themselves. When dad felt bad, his arm also hurt. Dad has had two operations on
his heart and hasn’t stopped smoking, drinking like a Cossack or eating like a
Viking. In contrast, the last time I saw Uncle Jon he’d given up cigarettes and lost
almost ninety pounds. And he was still fat. He was the fattest man I had ever met
in my life. One time, when I was about nine years old, I heard him playing the
cajón1. I say heard but not saw, nobody could see anything under his immense,
gelatinous body. That time, Aunt Mary was playing the guitar and singing. Their
son Iván, my friend, was playing the spoons. Toby was still too small to be
playing an instrument, but he was running around anyway. They were enjoying
themselves. I remember that I thought, He was such a huuuuge man, but what
caught my attention was that a father sang with his children instead of getting
drunk and yelling at them about what a whore their mother was. It’s ironic that
my dad is still alive and the only good losing ninety pounds did for Uncle Jon was
allow him to fit into a standard-sized coffin.
Yesterday afternoon Iván arrived from Venezuela. He doesn’t hate me,
though, now that I think about it, he wouldn’t have a reason to hate me. When I
found out he was coming I thought of canceling my date with Patty but I didn’t; it
wasn’t easy to meet her and, anyway, this weekend I need to relax. It’s weird to
1

A cajón is a musical instrument shaped like a box. It is played by sitting on top of it and beating
out a rhythm with the hands.
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see a strange, adult version of Iván. He and I were best friends in grade school
since a political amnesty permitted dad to return to Peru. When we returned, it
wasn’t easy for me to adapt to what my family called “our country”. Until then,
according to my Mexican documents, I had been living in political exile. I was
seven years old. I was a danger to the public, we laughed with dad some time later.
Sometimes we laughed.
My friend Iván, however, had nothing to do with this part of me. On the
contrary, Uncle Jon was an entrepreneur and hated Reds. In any case, during
school dad never had much contact with the fathers of other families. Which was
for the best. I don’t think he would have liked them. It was mom who met Aunt
Mary while delivering notebooks and asked her son to look for me. I had
problems adapting because I came from a tiny, English, secular co-ed school.
From there I had fallen into a concentration camp saturated with two thousand
dwarfs with pretensions of breeding. The worst was that I didn’t play soccer. This,
here, was enough to make me a little less than nobody.
Luckily we were both nobodies. Iván showed up one day at the entrance to
school and he explained that his mom told him that we had to be friends. I didn't
like him at first because I was accustomed to reading during recesses. But we
meshed very quickly. Iván explained many words to me that I didn’t understand.
In truth, he didn’t understand them either but he knew they were insults and he
knew how to respond to them: if someone says “your mother” you should say
“your mother” or even “your-old-lady-from-Sankokai-turning-tricks-in-the-
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avenue-Abancay-scrubbing-her-ass-with-soap-from-Camay”. Iván said that these
insulted mothers, but he couldn’t explain more. I had no idea whose mother or
why we were supposed to insult her. What we did know were some important
gestures. If they raise their middle finger toward you, you should make a circle
with your thumb and index finger and stick a finger in the hole in the direction of
the aggressor, moving it forward and backward. Eventually, the finger can be
replaced with a mechanical pencil, a spoon or even a piece of sugarcane, whatever
works. Another key world was "fuck": if someone tells a joke with the verb
"fuck", you have to laugh. Iván was therefore able to laugh sincerely with these
boys, but he didn't know why he was laughing either. He laughed out of habit. We
recently learned what this verb means when that idiot, Pochito Gonzalez, decided
to "fuck" the religion teacher. He circled behind her while she was handing out
exams and, taking advantage of the confusion, kneed her in her ass. To fuck
wasn't to knee or to hit anybody, or even to hurt them, he was only trying to put
his knee between her buttocks. But the teacher screamed and ran from the
classroom while Pochito laughed with two other retards in a corner and Tito, who
was in charge of discipline, told him off because one does not fuck teachers, that's
what classmates are for.
Not even five minutes passed before the area's child psychologist entered,
furious, to set the entire room straight: Here you are all little men, eh? Here you're
already big enough to fuck. I see now, you're all very manly. So tell me, what
does fucking mean? What? Now nobody knows what it is? But you do it so well.
No? You should know if you do it every day. You even do it to each other! The
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entire room turned red, looked downward and kept silent. I thought that it was a
great way to shut people up, asking what fucking means. If the teachers wanted us
to behave ourselves, they could have asked us this every day. But in reality I
wanted to know the answer and I was happy when the one chosen to answer,
obviously Pochito Gonzalez, the idiot, had to stand up. What's wrong, Pocho?,
The psychologist provoked him, you don’t remember anymore? Answer! And
Pocho, who was originally very Indian, almost black, but was now as red as a
meatball bathed in ketchup, mumbled something that no one understood. What
did you say? Asked the psychologist, speak louder! We all want to know! But
Pocho continued murmuring without ungluing his eyes from the floor while I
chewed my nails in suspense, mentally begging him to turn up the volume.
Finally, after various orders from the psychologist, Pocho whispered, in a manner
that could only be heard tenuously in the sepulchral silence of the room: To make
love. And in this moment, thousands of conversations, gestures, fights, sermons
and even tears made sense for me and for my friend.
I remembered all of this yesterday as I embraced Iván after eleven years. I
was afraid he would offer some resistance, but I suppose that he already forgot the
last incident. Or maybe he was simply too worried for his family. His father was
in the middle of the room between four fake torches and Aunt Mary on one side,
her face crawling with tears. She had lived only for her family, my mom always
said that she had endured many things from her husband. I suspected that mom
was speaking of infidelities, but it never occurred to me that a guy so fat could
have a lover. If he lay on top of her he'd kill her, I always thought. It took a long
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time for me to understand that to have a lover is not a question of size but rather
of how much of a bastard you are, and position is a question of creativity.
Because of this I asked my mother what things aunt Mary tolerated and my
mother replied: Everything, son, everything. I never understood that being
cheated on was everything. I suspected that it could have been beatings, because
Aunt Mary was very Catholic and mom was also very Catholic during the time
dad was beating her. I remember because my sister and I had to suffer through
everything with her, Saturdays spent watching dad hit her and the Sundays being
bored though mass. But I never came to understand what aunt Mary tolerated in
Uncle Jon. Now, as I revisit these memories, I realize that I didn't understand
anything about anything. And yesterday, in front of the casket in which uncle Jon
laid, new things I didn't understand emerged. After several years one believes that
one knows everything already and doesn't need to learn anymore. The mind closes
like a bar at dawn. But reality is always kicking open the door. Yesterday, many
images shook off the dust from my memory and I tried with all my strength to
banish them by thinking of the tiny, desirable ass of Patty, which was so close
now.
But I didn't have much success. The past was stronger than her ass and it
exploded in my head without mercy. After awhile in the wake, a priest friend of
the family gave a brief liturgy for those of us that were there. In his last year of
life, Uncle Jon had been coming to church often, always with enthusiastic
devotion, according to the priest. He volunteered with the parish in his free time,
which he had a lot of because since his return from Venezuela he hadn't been able
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to acquire a job. Aunt Mary had been carrying the weight of supporting the
household on her English teacher's salary, but luckily Iván stayed there to study in
a state university for almost free in a little town off the coast there, where with a
part-time job he was able to make a living because there's nothing to spend money
on. Iván knew all the silly songs of the liturgy. This was one of the differences
that we discovered when we reunited: he studied in a college of Opus Dei and I'd
stayed in a Jesuit college until the end. Iván was inclined toward medicine in a
country of tropical diseases and I toward literature in a country without readers.
Iván lives a peaceful, rural life with his girlfriend of forever, and me with my
girlfriends that don't even last two months. Iván didn't drink or smoke and I
carried marijuana to the wake thinking it would relax him. Of course in the end I
didn't even offer him any, the weed is still waiting in my bag in case someone
needs it. But I don't know if this is the right moment, either. This is already not as
fun as it used to be. Nothing is. Not even finally going out with Patty, who wanted
to go to a winery where we could ask for a bottle that cost about thirty dollars and
we ended up broke.
The first time I drank was also with Iván, when we were about ten years
old. He had stayed overnight at my house and we'd woken up really early. In the
living room, a half-full bottle of whiskey formed part of the debris of dad's last
drinking binge. I said that I always drank, and that if he heard a lot of noise at
night it was dad, his friends and me partying. And to demonstrate how macho I
was, I took a long swallow from the bottle and made the usual face, although
inside I felt like I'd drunk hydrochloric acid. Iván asked if the whiskey was good.

34
As I said yes, he took an equal swallow and made a face like he was eating fire.
Then he asked if we were drunk already. I told him I don't think so, and drank
more. When dad woke up, about eleven in the morning, Iván had already vomited
three days worth of food and I had fallen right back asleep. Then the three of us
agreed that the subject would not leave the room and we would eat breakfast, but
dad was confused and poured salt instead of sugar into the milk and poor Iván
began vomiting again. I couldn't help it, I pissed myself laughing.
We laughed a lot, actually, especially when we were playing "I don't give
a fuck", a great game that we invented by chance. It consisted of running onto the
soccer field during games and kicking the ball with all our strength as far as
possible. When our classmates protested, we yelled "I don't give a fuck, I don't
give a fuck" and ran. I don't understand why no one cut off our heads for that. I
suppose that they had some pity for us because Iván and I were always left for last
when the captains picked teams. We were picked as "two for one" or, if the teams
were already paired off, we were left out and were relegated into the category of
pariahs to keep score. And even if we got to play nobody ever passed us the ball.
Because of this, "I don't give a fuck" was more than a game, it was an attitude, a
rebellion with a cause, a form of life. Aunt Mary knew this, and so she called me
instead of Mauricio to pick up Iván, to accompany him during the wake through
the interminable line of all these people, related to him through blood and life,
who don't mean anything more to him anymore than a passport left in the bottom
of a drawer. Peruvians seem to live with a stick up their ass, Iván said suddenly. I
didn't even ask him if he was thinking of coming back. When he said "Peruvians"

35
it sounded like he'd said "Somalians" or "Mohecans", those foreigners of a
country so remote in time and mind.
After the liturgy we went to Iván's grandparents' house. His parents were
living in the basement and Toby slept in a room upstairs. It was a big house, but
not as nice as the one they had before in San Isidro, where Iván and I flipped
through Uncle Jon's pornography magazines in secret. Our lives were never the
same after we accidentally found those magazines. We started to do our
homework at his house and we also went to play there and even I slept over. In
the end, I gave whatever pretext to see them. We preferred Hustler, which were
the boldest and not only had nudes but also scenes of them doing it. They were
also the ones that had the stickiest pages, but this was manageable. We chose the
best ones and took turns going to the bathroom to jerk off. I never came there, in
reality. The bathroom didn't have a lock and I was terrified that someone would
find me. I was limited to hiding the magazine under the bathmat and sitting there
to pass the time. Then since I couldn’t come there, only in my house alone, I
borrowed the magazines from Iván. He said that he could only lend me the ones
from the bottom of the box, and took a lot of care to leave them as they were to
the exact millimeter so his father wouldn't notice their absence. One day I carried
the magazines hidden under my shirt and, unluckily, in the doorway I ran into
Uncle Jon, who asked me to carry some boxes from the car. I spent ten dreadful
minutes carrying those heavy boxes at my chest and feeling like I would ruin the
magazine right in Uncle Jon's face and Aunt Mary would be scandalized and
Uncle Jon would kick me out. In the end they never noticed. But since then I
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didn't want to go to the bathroom anymore, not even to pretend to jerk off.
The discovery of the magazines allowed us to feel better about ourselves
also because, as the years passed, our conversations and walks around the patio,
sometimes hugging, had earned us the title of the most persistent pair of fags in
the school. We were just friends and the rest of the world could stick their
comments up their ass. When dad did something stupid while drunk, I told Iván
the next day. More than once I cried in front of him because I knew I could. But,
with time, we started to have a reputation to maintain. We were already big, we
were thirteen years old. Talking about his dad's magazines always gave us a good
rep. Iván even invited Mauricio to see them one day, and Mauricio was one of the
most popular kids in the class. Later, when I found my own dad's magazines, I
also shared my discovery.
I should have started to become interested in fiction during this time,
because I discovered that I could invent erotic stories that other boys believed.
Like the one about the older girl—fourteen years old—with whom I played
"drunken bottle". And when it was my turn with her, her friends gave us a room
and we kissed on the bed and I think—here I said, I think—my trousers moved,
and I had shorts on that were very wide so that Junior could come out, and I'm
sure that, at least for a second, it stuck there, so it could be that I'm not a virgin
anymore. Or the one day when I hid in my cousin's bathroom and she started to
change in her room and I saw her from the keyhole. I had tons of stories and
everyone believed them, or at least they wanted to believe them. Iván quickly
figured out that I was lying and learned to make up his own stories.
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But one time we had a true story, at least more or less true. The story of
Flor. At this time my parents had just separated. Given the circumstances,
including appointments with a psychologist that didn't leave me time to play on
Friday afternoons, mom decided that I needed my friends very much. Since I only
had one, she decided that I should see him as often as possible. I started to stay at
Iván's house at least one night a week, and his parents started to use these nights
to go out, so we spent the nights alone with Flor, a girl recently down from
Albancay who worked in the house. Of course she wasn't pretty or nice; she was
fat like a tamale and didn't speak Spanish very well. She didn't even have teeth.
But she had the most important thing: she was a biologically complete woman.
All that we needed.
We started only with looks. First discreet and fleeting, later more frank.
Flor didn't even realize that we were observing her with strings of drool sliding
down our chins. One day I said to her How beautiful you are, Flor, and she
avoided me. Another day, Iván brought her a branch of flowers he stole from the
park and she put them in a vase in the living room. She didn't even say thank you.
In general, either she was so dumb that she didn't understand anything or she was
completely indifferent to our existence and her own. Little by little we started to
harass her incrementally more without knowing if it bothered her, pleased her or
if she just didn’t care. She never reacted to anything. Via a strategic meeting, Iván
and I made a decision: to continue forward, but to leave the flattery and gayness
behind.
Our approach accelerated after that. The next night I stayed downstairs in
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my pajamas in the kitchen. Flor continued readying the table for the next day's
breakfast. Flor, I asked her, do you want to be my girlfriend? What did you say,
boy?, she said, trying to leave. I obstructed her path. I asked if you want to be my
girlfriend, Flor, I like you very much. Don't bother me, boy, I'm going to bed now,
she said. I asked her if she wanted to sleep alone. Behind me, Iván was laughing
silently. When Flor became quiet, Iván said: answer the guy, guests need to be
treated well. I believe that in this moment, for the first time, Flor understood what
we were talking about. She lowered her head and tried to leave, but my arm was
immovable in front of her. If you want to pass, you have to pay a toll, Flor. And
Flor asked what toll, she didn't understand, while Iván watched and ate cookies
that Aunt Mary had baked that afternoon. Flor surely wanted to tell him that those
cookies were for your mother's meeting, boy, but she had more urgent problems
to solve, like me. Excuse me, young man, and this time she pushed a little on my
arm. I let her pass but I put my hand on her ass. It bothered her but she didn’t say
anything. Why are you acting like you don’t like me? I managed to say. Iván
laughed and we went to sleep that day feeling very manly.
Soon, harassing Flor became our favorite pastime. Each time Iván's
parents couldn't see, our hands passed quickly over every inch of Flor's body and
then our faces became masks of "I'm a saint". I've always been bad at dancing,
and today when Patty wanted to go dancing I had to overlook my annoyance. But
when Aunt and Uncle weren't home, I asked Flor to dance with me and I pawed
her wherever I could. Boy, don't bother me!, she complained unsuccessfully. Boy,
let me go, but I told her that she was my girlfriend and that we were going to get
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married, that I was going to bring her to meet my family, and I didn't know if she
believed me or if she was really so stupid that she didn't understand what was
going on. Sometimes, if we didn’t bother her too much, she was so docile that it
seemed like she actually liked us.
One day she complained. It was when she told Aunt Mary that her son was
bothering her and touching her. Uncle Jon started laughing at the incident: Reign
in your excitement, he told us, since Flor is uglier than a kick in the nuts. But
Aunt Mary warned us that we should calm down or she'd ban me from sleepovers.
I suspect that her main preoccupation wasn't respect toward the employee, but
rather that her son was already old enough to impregnate the halfbreed. We
weren't, neither him nor I. We envied our classmates who already had hair in their
armpits. Some already shaved. Sometimes I tried to put on a deeper voice to
pretend, but everyone laughed at me. More than worry us, our hormonal delay
was a stimulus. I had read that the liquid that we sprayed when we came was not
fertile semen, therefore if we screwed Flor she wouldn't become pregnant:
Coconut milk, Iván, pure coconut milk, there's no risk. Iván considered the
possibilities of porking the maid between laughing and joking. But in reality, we
began to imagine bizarre scenes where the odor of Flor's armpit killed us before
we could take off any clothes, or that we couldn't enter her because spiderwebs
blocked our path. Between fantasies, guffaws, and pillow fights we fell asleep
without planning anything seriously. The situation lasted for a couple of months.
We kept putting our hands on a resigned Flor, by now accustomed to us and more
bored than offended by our conduct. Until one day, while I was touching her in
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the kitchen, Flor pushed me against the pantry and yelled, Do not to touch me!,
that badly conjugated, do not to touch me, she said. I became furious that she
pushed me. Who did she think she was? Now you're fucked, halfbreed, I told her,
now you’ve won first prize, I am going to rape you. Flor muttered something, but
now Iván was behind her and she couldn't escape easily. We started to scare her:
We're going to rip off your clothes and we're going to stick it in all your holes
until you scream. She tried to free herself and I caught her by the waist. Iván took
off his belt. She began to flail a bit in the air. Calm down, Flor, aren't we dating?
Why are you resisting? I pushed her against the fridge and stopped in front of her,
so close that I smelled her odor of pickled onions. I touched her chest. She didn't
resist this time, only looked me in the eyes. I never found out what she wanted to
say with that look, because immediately we heard the voice of Uncle Jon from the
door: Hello, family.
Yesterday Uncle Jon was a fluffy marshmallow, so it was difficult for me
to believe that he had such a thunderous voice. Everything seemed to shake when
he yelled. Actually, everything seemed to shake even when he walked. But,
considering that he was boorish enough for some things, he had a certain
innocence of youth and bullet-proof optimism. I remember that the last time we
met he spoke to me of his interest in receiving the plan for repatriation from
Croacia. Uncle Jon had never been there, but his grandfather was Yugoslavian,
and up until the third generation his descendants could move to the country with
tributary benefits and secured employment in the postwar reconstruction. I believe
that the only reason they hadn't left for Eastern Europe was because aunt Mary
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insisted that at the very least they learn Croatian before going. They never did, but
Uncle Jon was already communicating via the Internet with some dubious
relatives of his that had been living in Bosnia since the seventies. They'd even
exchanged photos and planned a typical Croatian dinner for their meeting.
With how good-natured he was about certain things, when Uncle Jon
became angry it could be a little savage. Iván once came to school with his neck
as red as an apple, but I think that this wasn't so much from anger as from
affection. I think that his bad moods were one of the things that mom said that
aunt Mary had to tolerate, above all at the end, when he didn't have a job and
stayed home all day and rejected all the offers that didn't appear to be "up to his
standards" (which is to say, all of them) and he could become a little violent if she
pushed him. Because of this, when he came home we stopped bothering Flor. But
his arrival was also useful for us, because finally we created our grand plan for the
next time they weren't home.
The opportunity came two weeks after: one of Aunt Mary's brothers had a
birthday. It would be a huge party for sure. Iván told his family that he didn't want
to go, that he preferred to stay and play because he'd be bored hanging out with so
many old people. Uncle Jon and Aunt Mary understood, they were very
understanding and didn’t give him any ‘buts’. We even invited Mauricio to join
our trashy gang, a great boy this Mauricio, so educated, said Aunt Mary, the poor
fool. The ‘educated boy’ came with two packs of cigarettes and, when uncle Jon
and aunt Mary left, went to buy beer "for my dad, ma'am". They sold them to him
no problem and he brought them home in grocery bags in case a neighbor saw
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him. When he came back, we went up to the roof where the laundry room was and
opened the bottles between the sheets and underwear left out to dry. The beer was
much smoother than the whiskey, much easier to drink. And we had four large
bottles. Even if this didn't get us sufficiently sick, the cigarettes could be counted
on to. And most importantly, we had Flor. We played Fu Manchu to decide which
order we would go in and I won. We made a toast and I emptied an entire glass
down my throat, put out my cigarette on the floor, and entered.
Flor's room was dark as a cave, and I could only see the silhouette of its
occupant sitting on the bed. The twilight didn't permit me to see her eyes, which
was a relief. I could only see the lump in the middle of the bed, almost a sack of
rice sitting there. I know that you've been waiting for me, Flor, your boyfriend has
arrived, but she didn't move or say anything, Don't be afraid, I'm not going to hurt
you, I only want to give you a hug, and she sought the protection of the wall,
fleeing like a small animal. Where are you going? and she stuck to the wall and
said, what do you want, boy? What do you want, boy, as if you don't know, and as
if you don't want it. Why, mama? Aren't we dating, or what? She didn't respond. I
leapt to her and started to touch her. She wanted to push me away. She was bigger
than I was but I was stronger and I caught her arms against the bed, pinning my
body against hers. She didn't even smell good, but I put my hands on her ass and
on her tits until I was tired of having to dry my hands every time I wanted to put
them on a key place. She moaned, but she didn't even yell, only tried to get away.
After ten minutes I calculated that I had been inside for enough time to leave with
my head held high and I left. I know that we're dating, I said as I left, but I also
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have to think of my friends, and now I'm going to share you with them.
I left among the laughter and the toasts of Mauricio and Iván, who entered
immediately after. While we were listening to Flor's muffled sobs, Mauricio asked
me, did you screw her? and I responded no, that would have been disgusting, but
Mauricio expressed his opinion that this wasn't important, that a woman is a
woman and that's why they're here, and even more to be able to screw her and to
not do so means you’re a fag. I couldn't change my version of the story, but I
exaggerated my pawing for his delight and my reputation.
When Iván came out Mauricio repeated his interrogation. He had also
limited himself to pawing and Mauricio also reprimanded him for his ineptitude. I
tried to imagine what it would be like to screw her if it was so difficult to simply
feel her up against her efforts to escape. And I said If you're going to talk so much,
why don't you go in there and screw her yourself, I had also talked about this with
Iván various nights and more and more it freaked me out. It wasn't a bad thing to
not have screwed her. It was hygienic. But Mauricio didn't think so. He finished
his drink and passed his cigarette to Iván. Then he entered like toreadors enter the
arena. He was only missing the triumphant music. Iván and I sat in silence,
smoking and drinking. Inside, Flor's tiny moans had turned into pants and her
begging became more and more anguished and sounded much louder. Iván asked
what I did, and I gave him the official version. He continued smoking nervously.
Flor screamed. Iván raised his head, his jaw quivered. Mauricio said: Shut up,
bitch. Iván said: I didn't do anything. I didn't understand. Inside the room,
something made of glass fell. Iván said: I went in and took a good look at her, she
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couldn't stop crying, I didn't even go near her. I wanted to tell him not to be an
idiot, that at the very least he should touch her same as always, tell him not to be a
faggot. Inside there was a smack and then Flor screamed again, and then Mauricio
grunted: Fucking whore. Iván said: I couldn't do anything, I couldn't even touch
her. What’s wrong with me? I told him he could go again after Mauricio. But that
wasn't the problem. Iván smoked, staring at the ceiling with his wet cheeks, he
could cry in front of me just as I could in front of him, and then there was another
scream but this time it wasn't another of Flor's supplicating cries nor one of
Mauricio's insults, this time it was the deafening voice of Uncle Jon, who had just
come back home, having forgotten his keys or something and having discovered
that his son wasn't in his room.
We hissed at Mauricio to come out, but he didn't hear us. I had to go in
and get him. He was squatting shirtless on top of her, moving like an octopus and
puffing. I shook him: Iván's old man is here, move it. He protested but got up and
dressed in an instant. He didn't even look at her, it was like she was a part of the
room, like a bedpan. We collected the beer bottles and hid them in the dirty
clothes hamper. Mauricio hid his cigarettes and we went downstairs. Iván was
already there, and his old man was asking him lots of questions: What were you
doing upstairs? Why do you smell like beer? Who’s been smoking? But the worst
part was when he turned to Mauricio and grabbed his shirt. Stupified by beer and
the situation, at first I didn’t pay attention to what Jon was saying. I had to focus a
little to realize that now he was asking something different. What is this? Have
you been fighting? What have you been doing? Mauricio didn't know what to say.
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Where did this come from, Mauricio? And Mauricio, like years before when we
were asked what fucking meant, didn't lift his head, didn't dare speak, just avoided
Uncle Jon's gaze while he stretched his neck from his shirt and interrogated him
about the origin of that enormous, dark bloodstain.
Now Aunt Mary considers me Iván’s real friend in Peru, she hugs and
thanks me for accompanying him all day during the wake, for being with him
through the years and the differences. But the Day of Flor wasn't like that. I may
as well have been a criminal influence, or something like it. Mothers always
believe that their sons are the most innocent and manipulated of their groups,
exposed to the terrible education of their monkey friends, God only knows how
they were raised. I suppose this is what Aunt Mary thought of me, but it's only
speculation. In reality, she didn't say a single word to me. She just called my
house and my mom came and picked me up. Mom didn't say much to me either,
but since then my appointments with the psychologist doubled and I didn’t sleep
over at Iván's anymore. Flor stopped working there, too.
However, the incident occurred only some weeks later, when Mauricio
brought cigarettes to school to smoke on the soccer fields. None of us had spoken
about the Night of Flor since it happened. In fact, we almost didn't speak to each
other at all. Iván hung out more with Mauricio and Mauricio, the imbecile,
actually played soccer. I had recently discovered that, in a school of two thousand
people, there was no one else I wanted to talk to. Sometimes I tried to spend some
time with Iván, but after a few minutes he had something better to do and I never
did. Then one day he asked me to stop following him. He started to get better at
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physical education. P.E.! We had always hated that class. But Iván and Mauricio
now participated all the time and challenged other students to boxing matches.
They'd even managed to get the teacher to allow a group of them to set up a
tournament without telling the priests, who didn't approve of such things. When I
was younger, Iván had trained in a boxing gym that Uncle Jon signed him up for
because it was manly. Apparently, the training worked. Iván won the school
championship and, for the first time, could rest on his athletic laurels. On top of
this, he commanded respect. Around this time I joined the chess team. It was a bit
nerdy for a sport, but the members of any team that competed interscholastically
were exempt from P.E. on training days. I chose to train every day, as that kept
me from having to watch Iván beat heads that could easily have been mine.
The solitude became unbearable for me, but I was a resourceful boy. I
discovered that Mauricio and Iván smoked on the soccer field during recesses.
And one day, when they arrived at the field, I was already there. Iván didn't seem
very happy, but since I had my own cigarettes Mauricio didn't say anything. The
silence didn't last long, anyway. Mauricio dedicated himself to talking about
women, the subject in which he was most interested. He mentioned the language
teacher’s tits—two flying saucers—the history teacher's legs—practically
screaming to be fucked—he told how he'd drilled holes in the teacher’s desk in
order to see up her skirt, and how he used a mirror on the floor to do it. By the
way, our teachers were horrible, but at this point it's not necessary to explain that
this wasn't a problem for high school freshmen. Little by little, I turned the
conversation to what I was interested in. And what type of woman do you like?
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How many have you fucked? And what did you think of Flor? But he didn't want
to talk about Flor. Did you really screw her? Without getting sick? Or was the
blood from her period? In any case, I don't know if I admire you or feel sorry for
you. Mauricio didn't feel comfortable talking about Flor, which was strange to me
because he was the kind of person who was comfortable talking about anything
with a vagina. He avoided the subject when he could and, finally, said: What's the
deal? And I said: I just want you to tell me how you got laid, that's all. Don't you
love telling about your adventures? And Mauricio stopped, Go to Hell, and left.
Iván tried to follow him. Are you going after your husband? I asked. What the
fuck is your problem? he said, Why are you being an ass? Only the fact that he
had spoken to me at all justified everything for me. That was what I wanted, to
talk about all these things that one always bears alone. Now it was my turn to
speak, to tell him everything that I said, that if he wanted to be friends with
Mauricio that was fine but it crushes me that you've decided that we aren't friends
anymore, that Mauricio only cares about having someone around who listens to
the stories that never really happened to him, that before you didn't care what
idiots thought about you, that I don't care what they say, you can tell me crying
that you didn't touch Flor if that's what you want.
Iván listened to me in silence, waiting for his turn to speak. And when I
shut up, he made use of it. And he told me that I was a bastard, that he would
decide what he would do and when he would do it, that I wasn't his wife to come
to him with this gayness and I could go to Hell. I didn't stop looking at his eyes
while I listened to what he was saying. I thought that he would break, but he
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didn't. He told me all of this with his eyes locked on mine in a gesture of hate. I
would have spit at him if I could have moved in the middle of the tirade of insults,
I would have made him swallow the cigarette butts covered in dirt and cow shit if
it were possible. But I couldn’t move. After he spoke we stared at each other
fixedly in profound silence. We could have stayed there forever, at least we could
have been staring at each other if he hadn't left running. And he had reason to
leave. Since we started to look at each other it was clear that we would not be able
to agree, since the silence enveloped us so completely I believe that it was
obvious to both of us that what would happen would be something we never
would have expected and something almost against our will, as if our bodies
didn't respond to our brains, almost as if we were watching a movie but not
exactly, because in the movies you don't feel the respiration of the characters or
the odor of their breath, because in the movies your skin doesn't tremble when
your lips make contact with anyone.
After that we didn't speak again. I didn't have much time, anyway. Iván
went to Venezuela when he turned fourteen. Uncle Jon had to go. He worked in
an insurance company and Sendero Luminoso had sent him death threats in this
clean, democratic country in which I had returned to seven years before and that
Uncle Jon came back to four years before he died. I didn't even go to Iván’s
goodbye party. I told everyone that goodbyes were too painful for me. And I told
myself that it wasn't important. I didn't even realize that in reality I hated him for
leaving my life one more time and this time forever, to go to a school with new
people where he wouldn't need me and no one would need him, to be left to come
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back alone only to say goodbye to cadavers.
It's funny how time passes and turns dramas into anecdotes. Yesterday I
ended up swapping stories with Iván after all. We left the wake for awhile to eat
lunch and we laughed heartily at the memories. He remembered "I don't give a
fuck" well. He even tried to introduce the game in Venezuela under the name "I
don't give a rat's ass", but there they play baseball and it's not easy or prudent to
interfere in the trajectory of those balls, and so that ruined his plan. Yesterday was
a good day, even after everything.
But not today. The funeral was much more somber and Aunt Mary looked
much more haggard than she had at the wake. I already felt bad before I arrived at
the cemetery, but things grew worse during the walk to the grave. Everyone
advanced slowly and no one told jokes anymore. On top of that, people supported
Aunt Mary's shoulders with their hands in an attempt to give her strength. But she
needed much more than that. After throwing earth on the coffin, Aunt Mary took
Iván and Toby's hands and spoke to everyone. I suppose that what she said would
have seemed pretentious and stupid under any other circumstances, but here it
made an impression on me. She insisted that we fight for love, to keep our
families united no matter what and to learn, as she did, to have the strength not to
collapse before our problems nor to lose the courage to love. That's what she said,
"the courage to love". She said that only death could have separated her from
Uncle Jon and that's what gave her life meaning. Afterwards she hugged her sons
and started a round of Our Father while I looked for a discreet mausoleum to
vomit behind.
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After the wake I spent the whole day enclosed in Iván's grandmother's
basement talking with him about cartoons, American TV shows and books by
Stephen King, all of our common interests. It wasn't difficult to laugh a few times.
I stayed there even longer than his family and in the afternoon Aunt Mary and
Toby came down. We sang old songs from the 80’s and drank lemonade together,
as if nobody had died in all of these years. I don't know if I'll see Iván again
before he goes back to Venezuela. For now I'm in that dark, drunken place where
I go on Saturday nights. Hector Lavoe is playing. Patty moves so well and I never
learned to dance.
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Appendix A

Una influencia criminal
de Santiago Roncagliolo
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Capstone Summary
This project is a complete translation of the short story, "Una influencia
criminal" [A Criminal Influence] by Peruvian writer Santiago Roncagliolo, from
the collection of short stories by the same author titled Crecer es un oficio triste
[Growing up is Sad Business]. The accompanying paper involves a description of
several literary movements to which Roncagliolo belongs, as well as an
assessment of why "Una influencia criminal" pertains to these movements.
Santiago Roncagliolo is the youngest writer ever to have won El Premio
Alfaguara, for his novel Abril Rojo [Red April]. He is the author of multiple
novels, a play and several books for children. His novel Pudor [Prudishness] has
been adapted as a movie in Spain. He currently lives in Barcelona, Spain.
Globalization is fundamentally an economic subject dealing with the
increased movement of goods and funds around the world and the resulting
impact on global economy and workforce. However, the effects of globalization
are seen in many other fields of study as well. Through translation, literature can
move across cultures and borders, allowing readers to be exposed to the author’s
culture in new ways. As in the case of Santiago Roncagliolo, authors themselves
can be products of several cultures as growth and improvements in international
business and travel make it increasingly easier for people to uproot and settle in a
new country. An author brings his or her cultural experiences into their writing
and translation brings those experiences to new audiences.
Although Santiago Roncagliolo is well known in South America and his
novel Abril Rojo [Red April] has been translated into several languages, many of
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his other works have not been circulated outside of the Spanish-speaking world.
With the translation of one of his short stories into English, English-speaking
audiences can be exposed to literature they might not have heard of otherwise.
Roncagliolo represents a more recent trend in Spanish-speaking literature that has
not been recognized as widely as the after-effects of magical realism, which is the
classic genre made globally famous by authors like Gabriel García Márquez and
carried on by the following generation of authors such as Isabel Allende. The
current generation of Latin American youth, classified generally as those who
grew up in the 90’s, have literature movements of their own which are in part an
intentional rebellion against magical realism; a style they shun as quaint, rural and
outdated as they seek to create literature that more accurately reflects modern
urban life in Latin America. Considering the widespread use of technology and
the influence of globalization, modern urban life in Latin America is the same as
modern urban life just about everywhere else in the world, assuming the youth in
question have the socioeconomic status to afford the lifestyle.
The literary movements discussed are known as Generation X and
McOndo. McOndo is the title of a short story anthology edited by Sergio Gómez
and Alberto Fuguet. The title is significant in that it is a derivative of the word
"Macondo", a fictional village which serves as the setting for Gabriel García
Márquez's famous, traditional Latin American novel Cien años de soledad [One
Hundred Years of Solitude]. The deletion of the A and the capitalization of the O
are a direct reference to the restaurant McDonald's, which itself can be seen as a
representation of capitalism and globalism today. Stories in McOndo have themes
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focusing on the realities of urban youth culture today, specifically sex, violence,
identity crisis and a disconnect from reality. Generation X refers initially to the
novel by North American writer Douglas Coupland titled Generation X: Tales for
an Accelerated Culture. This book focuses on the apathy and violence of a
generation of North American youth in the 80’s, but the themes of the novel are
themes common across literature in both the 80’s and in the 90’s and the title
Generation X has been used to refer to this style of literature as well as the
generation of youth as a whole. Both literary movements are very similar to one
another and can be considered the same movement on a global scale.
Both movements are authored primarily by young writers whose focus is
current urban youth culture. Heavily influenced by global media, technology and
pop-culture, literature of both McOndo and Generation X tend to be fast paced
and graphic. References to popular international movies, music, and television
titles are seen in nearly all instances, and drugs and sex play an important role in
these stories. "Una influencia criminal", as well as the other stories from Crecer
es un oficio triste, fits into these genres. The story is about the coming of age of a
young teenager and his personal issues with peer pressure, identity, and sexuality.
The characters participate in multiple illegal and immoral activities, and while
some of the characters feel remorse for their actions the focus of the plot is not to
condemn their behavior. Like the stories and novels of McOndo and Generation X,
“Una influencia criminal” is an exploration of self, a way for the characters to
place themselves in the world and a way for the authors to express modern youth
culture in Latin America.
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Translation itself is a problematic process, for while two languages can
express the same idea equally well they do so using different sentence structures,
vocabulary, idioms and nuance. Because of this, a perfect word-for-word
translation is inherently impossible. There are several schools of thought on the
various methods translation can undertake, ranging from both extremes of literal
and interpretive. For this particular translation, I chose to use a balanced approach.
The first draft aimed for the most literal exchange possible with the understanding
that coherency and literary value would have to be worked on before the story
could be read. Subsequent drafts reworked the literal English translation into a
version that was easier to read and flowed more like the original Spanish text.
Constant reference to the original material was required, and close contact with
native speakers was invaluable for translating the trickier aspects of the text such
as idioms, specific cultural references and grammatical issues. The final product
is the result of the process of bringing a Spanish-language text into English while
emphasizing the important themes common across modern literary movements
worldwide, regardless of the original language.

